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are a great way to start a party, and when you add Southern 
fl air the party will be unforgettable. Author and lifelong 
Southerner Denise Gee shares 60 of her favorite recipes 
as well as party tips that will surely inspire any host to up 
their appetizer game.  

You’ll fi nd a little bit of everything here, from one-bite Debo-
naire Deviled Eggs and Fried Black-Eyed Peas to fork-worthy 
Gifted Baked Brie and eat-it-sitting-down Crawfi sh Beignets 
with Jalapeño Tartar Sauce. There are just as many ways to 
feast on dips, spreads, pu� s, tarts, biscuits, and carved meats 
as there are to prepare them. But no Southerner forgets about 
the cocktails! Stanley’s Juleps with Honeydew-Mint Sorbet 
and Gin Yummies are just two of the delectable libations 
within. Are you having a brunch? Your guests will defi nitely 
appreciate the Pitcher-Perfect Mimosas and Wee Chicken & 
Wa�  es with Jezebel-Maple Syrup! 

The tips on creating the perfect party fl ow, being a gracious 
host, arranging fl owers, sending out invitations, and planning 
the perfect menu will help your event go o�  without a hitch.

Now then, with so many delicious choices, let’s get the 
fun started.
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adore th� r appetizers.

Smoked pecans on the sideboard, 
cheese straws on the co� ee table, 

an array of hot dips on the dining table, 
and pickled shrimp on the porch, 

these are just some of the myriad dishes 
that you’ll fi nd in this volume that prove 

food really is the life of the party.

S O U T H E R N E R S
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6 | SOUTHERN APPETIZERS INTRODUCTION | 7

family, my imagination, or party hosts I hounded after 
momentous dining occasions. I noticed that many 
of the recipes had been typed and re-typed, copied 
and re-copied, for people who, like me, realized they 
couldn’t live without them. 

The thing is, we unabashedly adore appetizers in 
the South. Often they’re the only things we order o� 
of restaurant menus. And rarely do we have proper 
sit-down dinners anymore. It’s all about keeping your 
options open. At a cocktail party, the focus will forever 
be on the appetizers—smoked pecans on the sideboard, 
cheese straws on the co�ee table, an array of hot dips 
in the dining room, and pickled shrimp on the porch. 
A labyrinth that doesn’t just inspire you to mingle, it 
forces you to do so. And nowadays, there’s less shame  
in eating to your heart’s desire. In fact, we live for it.

A Mississippi chef friend once told me that while living 
in the Midwest, she realized she’d taken for granted 
that Southerners will gather for food and drinks at the 
drop of a hat. To wit: Wanting to break the ice with a 
buttoned-up group planning to attend an opera event, 
she invited them to stop by her home for a few appe-
tizers and cocktails. “You mean, food and drinks before 
the show?” an invitee inquired. “They’ll have food and 
drinks in the lobby. Why bother?”

Good heavens! Why bother? We’re not pretzel people, 
darling. And we haven’t had a thing to eat all day. 

Introduction
Watch closely. At just about any party down South, 
it’s uncanny how arriving party guests, wearing broad 
smiles, peer right past the welcoming host to zero in 
on their intended target: the appetizer table. A hostess 
would be kidding herself to think the evening’s true 
mission would involve bonding over deep, meaningful 
conversation. Nope, it’s all about the food. And often 
the booze, but always the food. I’m a victim of that way 
of thinking myself. Just watch as I sashay first and 
foremost to the feeding line. Oysters Rockefeller dip 
trumps small talk on any day, and makes a party ripe 
for lingering. But dry, bland sausage balls? Or water 
chestnuts wrapped in nearly raw bacon? You can bet 
that after a bit of banter, guests will be scampering 
home early. 

The recipes selected for a Southern party mean way 
more than any luxury vehicle or infinity pool the host 
may have prominently on display. Party foods are the 
keys to the social kingdom, and they’ll make or break 
you. Too little food? Busted. Too little flavor? Not good. 
But if you play your cards right, which I aim to help you 
do, having the right mix of appetizers can transform 
you into a god or goddess. (Especially with help from 
soft lighting and dark clothing, and something bright 
and shiny up near the face, but I digress.)

Understanding the importance of o�ering the right 
mix of food (see the recipes that follow) and the right 
mix of people (you’re on your own) seems to come with 
Southern birthing papers. That’s particularly true for 
my family, which loves to entertain.

Consider my hometown of Natchez, Mississippi, a river- 
city cousin to New Orleans, some three hours south.

At any given party, being the first to wield the heftiest 
appetizer plate was often the order of the day. “Excuse 
me, I didn’t see you, I was so busy talking,” a well-fed 
socialite might say to the person in front of her who, in 
an instant, had become the person behind her. “Now, 
tell me, honey, who you are. You look so familiar. My, 
doesn’t this look good. . . . ”

Competition is fierce at such soirees, but it’s always 
washed down in a honey-sweet way that makes you 
somehow feel privileged to give up your hard-won spot 
in line. With her plate near-listing from so much food, 
Mrs. Somethingorother would lament not having room 
for anything else. “Do let me know how those shrimp 
thingys are. I might have to come back. I’m just about 
to die of hunger.” And o� she’d float to some remote 
spot, joining some other kindred spirit wanting to eat 
well, but discreetly. “Oh, do come and join me,” Mrs. 
Somethingorother’s well-coi�ed counterpart might 
sheepishly say, acknowledging the heft on her plate.  
“I haven’t eaten a thing all day.” 

Back at the bu�et table, people can be found circling, 
with steely yet congenial resolve, to partake of myriad 
dips, spreads, pu�s, tarts, biscuits, and carved meats 
served on or in the grandest of silver dishes and heir-
loom china casseroles.

Though these days I rarely see such over-the-top  
grandeur, the intent to impress lives on. 

The idea to put in print the South’s best appetizers 
occurred to me while paging through a tattered collec-
tion of recipe binders I keep in the kitchen. The appe-
tizer volume, plump and haggard, appears the most 
cherished of them all, brimming with recipes from my 
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DETAILS, DETAILS: 
Prepping for the Party

Since the dawning of the hushpuppy—the original “small bite”—Southerners have been 
enamored with nibbles. As for why, I can think of two reasons. 

The South’s strong cocktail culture has long made it de rigueur for those with a fondness for 
drinking to eat dinner only after a cocktail “hour” (or two or three). And since appetizers don’t 
technically count as dinner, hors d’oeuvres delightfully extend drinking sessions.

Furthermore, the best events were, and continue to be, “heavy appetizer” cocktail parties, 
where guests can imbibe unfettered while wandering room to room, trying a little of this and 
that, Whitman’s Sampler–style.

As we carry forth this tradition, know this much is true: Bountiful Southern nibbles, barrels 
of liquid refreshment, a charming décor and comfy setting, a breezy style and fun group of 
people—if you build it, they will come. Count on it. 

C H A P T E R  O N E
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• Balance o�erings when possible. If there’s some-
thing salty (like Mu�aletta Bites, page 28), there 
might also be something sweet (like Minted Water-
melon & Feta Salad, page 88). If something’s creamy 
(like Shrimp Butter, page 74), there should also be 
something crunchy (like Fanciful Cheese Straws, 
page 20). For something spicy (such as Lil’ Natchi-
toches Meat Pies, page 44), have something cooling 
(such as Goodly Ranch Dip, page 58). For something 
traditional (such as Just-Right Cocktail Pecans, 
page 23), serve something a bit more modern (such 
as Strawberry-Beet Salsa, page 73). 

• Take it easier. Plan for some dishes to be bought 
ahead of time (e.g., restaurant-quality tortilla chips) 
and others that can be made a day or so in advance 
(like dips).

• For ideas on party themes and food that fills the bill, 
see “Party Themes & Menus” on page 136.

Catering Pointers 
One-size-fits-all catering can yield dated or ho-hum 
food; don’t feel like you can’t have input into what you’ll 
serve. Hopefully the person you plan to hire is a good 
listener who’ll understand your tastes and help you 
make a meaningful impression on your guests. And 
if you know you’d like an oysters Rockefeller dip or 
exquisite sauce for shrimp cocktail, by all means share 
recipes from this book or other favorites.

If your catered event will have an open bar, don’t let the 
catering sta� talk you into paying more for them to pro-
vide a bartender, a.k.a. one of the catering support crew 
(likely to arrive with a drink guide in tow). Unless you 
can verify that person’s bartending skills, check with a 
respected restaurant bartender and ask if he or she can 
be hired away for the event (something that can even be 
promoted on the invite) or knows of a good drink mixer.

Inviting Notions
Impress upon your guests how fun the party will be 
by sending them a cleverly designed invitation on 
high-quality paper stock. Why send snail-mail in  
the digital age? Picture your computer’s “in” box. See 
it overrun by junk mail. Recall the paltry amount of 
printed mail you receive. Realize, then, that a hand- 
addressed or personalized card is truly a delight 
to behold. 

The vast expanse of the World Wide Web works to our 
advantage in that it o�ers a world of opportunities to 
find creative graphic artists’ work.

As a general rule, send invitations three or four weeks 
before your event, asking for guests to RSVP seven to 
ten days beforehand. 

Invites also can include a note asking guests to advise 
you of any significant dietary restrictions or allergies.

GET PLANNING
The secrets to throwing a good party are (1) over- 
prepare and then go with the flow and (2) don’t let  
on that you’ve done any such thing. The trick is to  
create the illusion of e�ortless elegance.

While some of the best gatherings are impromptu, the 
real winners are ones for which the host has done his 
or her homework, knowing full well that good planning 
lets everyone (host included) enjoy the party. And a 
major part of any party’s success is what’s served—the 
food and beverages.

The appetizers in this book aren’t meant to be enjoyed 
only at parties, per se; all of them can be savored at 
home before a family meal. But how nice it is to gather 
them, like good friends, and collectively use them to 
pamper your guests with delicious hospitality.

I’m a fan of bu�et-style appetizer parties. They o�er 
more freedom and less fuss, which works nicely for 
open house–style gatherings. The drop-by-when-you-
can mindset takes the pressure o� people to be at a  
certain place at a certain time for an extended period. 
On the contrary, open-house fêtes allow people to swing  
by when convenient. When they do arrive, their relaxed 
vibe is not only a positive influence on others, but it 
also keeps the party conversation fluid and lively. 

For help in making the party plan go even more smoothly, 
ask family members and friends to monitor specific 
aspects—such as keeping the food hot, checking the 
beverage station, and greeting new arrivals. (And for 
advice on serving party fare for these occasions, see 
“Organizing the Bu�et” on page 14.)

For a grander, more formal party, especially a large one, 
do not, under any circumstance, try to handle it your-
self. Frazzled hosts beget frazzled guests, and bring any 
chance of a relaxing setting to a thud. Support fellow 
foodies by hiring a good caterer, one whose food you’ve 
admired elsewhere or one recommended by a trusted 
friend.

Here are a few basic guidelines to consider while 
planning:

• For an hors d’oeuvres–only party, plan on five to 
eight appetizers. If the starters are only meant to 
tide people over before dinner, go with, say, three 
light choices, one of which can include nuts.

• If guests mostly will be standing, drink in hand,  
o�er one- or two-bite foods that can be passed 
around on pretty platters (served with paper 
napkins for dabbing fingers and mouths) or easily 
accessible on serving tables.

• If any appetizer needs a utensil or two, or requires 
a bit of concentration to not make a mess, ensure 
everyone has a place to sit to eat it.

• Make more food and garnish ingredients than you’ll 
need. If you’re expecting fifteen guests, have enough 
for twenty-four people. That not only will accom-
modate unexpected visitors, but also will allow you 
to replenish food that begins to look bedraggled.
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PICK-ME-UPS: 
Handheld Snacks

Allow me to introduce you to the fi nest in easy-to-eat appetizers for “free-range” party guests—
folks untethered to utensils. The goal is to avoid this all-too-common scenario: Balancing a 
plate of goodies and a drink resembling a cruise ship pool in rough seas while conducting a 
polite but slightly skittish conversation and not catapulting your party fare.

Here you’ll fi nd the tried-and-true classics (cheese straws, deviled eggs, seasoned pecans) plus 
some newfangled goods (tartlet-style mu� alettas, bite-size shrimp and grits with tomato jam). 
I can attest that all of it’s worth a toast—one during which, delightfully, you’ll have a free hand 
to join in!

C H A P T E R  T WO
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Fanciful Ch se Straws
SERVES 8 TO 10, ABOUT FOUR STRAWS EACH

Cheese straws, like spiced pecans, are Southern party classics (and also make nice food gifts). 
Here, I’ve fashioned them into voluptuous ribbons, but you also can cut them into long, thin 
“straws” or else chill the dough and slice it into wafers (a.k.a. “pennies”) or into diamond or 
heart shapes. Whatever form they take, you’ll be happy that their fl avor intensifi es within a 
day of preparing. Try them with Gruyère or Emmentaler cheese (instead of Cheddar) and a 

pinch or two of nutmeg; it’s truly yummy.

½   cup butter, at room temperature 
(see Cooking Notes)

2 cups shredded extra-sharp 
Cheddar cheese (see 

Cooking Notes, page 52)

1½   cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon salt

¼   teaspoon cayenne pepper, plus 
more for dusting (optional)

¼   teaspoon smoked paprika, plus 
more for dusting (optional)

¼   teaspoon ground black pepper

¹⁄8 teaspoon garlic powder

Preheat the oven to 375°F. Line two baking sheets with parchment 
paper and set aside.

Using a stand mixer fi tted with the paddle attachment, beat the 
butter and 1 cup of the cheese until it reaches a smooth, creamy 
consistency, 5 to 7 minutes.

In a large bowl, sift together the fl our, salt, cayenne, paprika, black 
pepper, and garlic powder. Gradually add the fl our mixture into the 
cheese mixture, mixing well to blend them thoroughly.

When the dough is smooth, stir in the remaining 1 cup cheese.

Spoon the dough (which will have a putty-like texture) into a large 
piping bag or cookie press fi tted with a large star tip. Slowly pipe 
3-inch-long strands of dough, shaping them curvaceously if desired, 
onto the prepared baking sheets, spaced about 11/2 inches apart.

Bake for 10 to 12 minutes, or until the edges begin to turn golden 
brown. Remove the cheese straws from the oven and, if desired, 
dust them with additional cayenne (for added heat) or paprika (for 
color and subtle depth). Place the cheese straws on wire racks and 
let them cool for 7 to 10 minutes.

Store in an airtight container, with parchment paper in between 
the layers to protect from breakage, for up to 3 days at room temper-
ature or up to 5 days in the refrigerator.

Cooking 
Notes 

Butter softens faster when cut into slices and 
placed on a warmed plate. 

Thinner portions of cheese straw dough bake in 
less time, so watch the oven.

½   cup butter, at room temperature 
(see Cooking Notes)

2 cups shredded extra-sharp 
Cheddar cheese (see 

Cooking Notes, page 52)

1½   cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon salt

¼   teaspoon cayenne pepper, plus 
more for dusting (optional)

¼   teaspoon smoked paprika, plus 
more for dusting (optional)

¼   teaspoon ground black pepper

¹⁄8¹⁄8¹⁄  teaspoon garlic powder
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Debonaire De� led Eggs
SERVES 8 TO 12, TWO OR THREE HALVES EACH

I grew up thinking of these as “bedeviled” eggs after witnessing one too many boiled-egg 
massacres by my mother. She called them “hard-bald” eggs—which to my young mind made 

perfect sense; but what didn’t make sense was how she got them to be so pitted, dented, cracked, 
and torn, unlike my friends’ mothers’ eggs. Thus, I spent many years being  intimidated by the 
process until I learned the secret to making them look, and taste, darn near perfect. (One of the 

tricks involves a pushpin.)

12 large eggs (see Cooking Note)

¼   cup mayonnaise

4 slices bacon, cooked and 
crumbled (optional)

3 tablespoons sweet pickle relish

2 teaspoons prepared mustard

¼   teaspoon salt

¹⁄8 teaspoon ground black pepper

Sprigs of fresh savory or another 
herb for garnish (optional)

Turn the eggs bottom- (wider-) side up in the carton. Use a pushpin 
to delicately poke one hole squarely in each center. 

Fill a large saucepan or small Dutch oven with 2 to 21/2 quarts of 
water (enough to cover the eggs; use two pans if cooking all the eggs 
at once). Bring the water to a rolling boil.

Use a slotted spoon to add six eggs to the pan (working quickly but 
carefully to get them in at the same time); boil the eggs for 6 minutes.

Remove the pan from the heat. Let the eggs sit for 6 minutes (for 
slightly soft yolks; add about 40 seconds for fi rmer yolks).

Remove each egg with a slotted spoon and place it on a kitchen 
towel. Repeat with the remaining six eggs. Let the eggs cool to room 
temperature, about 20 minutes, before peeling. (Store in the refrig-
erator, unpeeled, for up to 1 week; peeled, for up to 4 days.)

Peel the eggs under cool running water. Slice the eggs in half 
length wise, gently scooping out the yolks into a medium bowl. Add 
the mayonnaise, three-fourths of the crumbled bacon (if using), 
pickle relish, mustard, salt, and pepper. Stir to combine (and adjust 
the seasonings as desired). Use a small spoon (or better yet, a 
piping bag) to insert the fi lling into the egg halves. Garnish with the 
remaining chopped bacon and savory, if desired, before serving.

Cooking 
Note

Large eggs are best used for egg plates and are 
easier to eat in one or two bites.

12 large eggs (see Cooking Note)

¼   cup mayonnaise

4 slices bacon, cooked and 
crumbled (optional)

3 tablespoons sweet pickle relish

2 teaspoons prepared mustard

¼   teaspoon salt

¹⁄8¹⁄8¹⁄  teaspoon ground black pepper

Sprigs of fresh savory or another 
herb for garnish (optional)
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STUFF OF LEGEND: FINGER SANDWICHES
Finger sandwiches—the two-bite delectables more commonly called “tea” or “party” sandwiches—
became fashionable in 1840s England to help stave o�  hunger while enjoying mid-afternoon tea. The 
idea caught on in this country but, over time, the fare has increasingly gotten larger. Friends, know 
this: It’s just fi ne to follow the long-held rule that the layer of fi lling shouldn’t exceed the thickness 
of the bread. You won’t look like you’re skimping. And we’ll look relieved not to have to fumble with 
portly, overstu� ed snacks. And as for the tea? Iced and sweet will work just fi ne.

Inside Scoop
Consider these fi llings and freely mix and match 
with the following bread choices.

• Delicate, fi ne-textured vegetables—very thinly 
sliced cucumbers, radishes, and exquis itely 
sculptural feather-light watercress

• Jam and butter

• Sweet, tender ham (preferably with a light 
coating of Mustard Butter, see page 102)

• Cheese spreads (think cream cheese and 
golden raisins with honey or mango chutney, 
or homemade herbed cream cheeses or com-
mercially available ones like Boursin)

• Richly fl avored chicken salads with the 
likes of sliced grapes, herbs, lemon zest, and 
chopped pecans (see Curried Chicken Salad, 
page 49)

• Sliced, tender turkey with apricot chutney

• Best Pimiento Cheese (page 52)

• Bacon, lettuce, tomato, and extra-good mayo 

• Finely chopped egg salad with chives or sliced 
green olives

• Cucumber, goat cheese, and mint

• Turkey, cream cheese, and slivered basil 
(especially nice on raisin bread)

• Ham, brie, and thinly sliced green apple

• Watercress and radish with a hint of salt 
(lovely during winter)

• Prosciutto with blue cheese and butter spread 
(50/50 ratio) and thinly sliced pears

• Roast beef, Mustard Butter (see page 102), 
and a spinach leaf or two

• Camembert or brie and fi g preserves

• Shrimp puréed with mayonnaise and fl avored 
with curry

• Blue cheese or cream cheese with sliced 
grapes, walnuts, and dried cranberries

• Goat cheese blended with roasted vegetable 
purée

• Cream cheese blended with strawberries, 
raspberries, and pineapple

• Brie or cream cheese with raspberry or 
apricot jam on raisin bread

Continued
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SPREAD THE WORD: 
Dips, Spreads, and Salsas

Gathered here are Southern dips and spreads with magnetism and fl avor of the highest order. 
It’ll just be up to you to doll them up with decorative platters and serving utensils, enlist a 
chafi ng dish or ice-bed to keep them warm and gooey or cold and fresh, and o� er them with any 
number of “base hits” for helping them go the distance (to mouths). And as a plus for the host, 
most of these recipes not only can be made a day or so in advance, but actually taste better if 
you do just that.

Fortunately, gone are the days of setting out dips only to see them become the personal grazing 
post for those prone to elbow others and double-dip to their heart’s content. Now there are 
myriad ideas for allowing people to dive in and dash o� . Plates of crispy whatnots can be made 
portable with sauces in little cups or spreads spooned into ramekins or small glass canning jars.

To get you thinking about what to pair with your dips and spreads, here’s a roundup of edible 
servers to put them on pedestals of sorts.

• Buttery or whole-grain crackers

• Canapé bread slices

• Cornbread sticks or mini mu»  ns

• Endive leaves

• Lavash crackers or bread slices toasted 
with oil, herbs, and/or Parmesan cheese

• Melba toast or lightly toasted party bread

• Multicolored tortilla or root-vegetable chips

• Pita or bagel chips

• Raisin bread slices

• Sliced fruit (green or red apples or pears)

• Sliced vegetables (squash, zucchini, 
cucumber, and/or celery)

• Toasted wedges of pita or naan bread

• Water or pita crackers

C H A P T E R  T H R E E
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Best Pim� n�  Ch se
MAKES ABOUT 2½   CUPS; ENOUGH FOR TWELVE SERVINGS OR ABOUT 24 FINGER SANDWICHES 

Some people like their pimiento cheese mayonnaise-y, but I like just enough mayo to keep 
freshly grated, good-quality cheese clinging together for dear life. In this recipe, hints of fresh 

jalapeño, sweet onion, and garlic add zip, while cucumber slices and celery ribs make crisp, 
cool hosts for the spread. Use a vegetable peeler to remove strips of skin from the cucumber 

before slicing it into rounds to create a striking e  ect.

¹⁄³ cup mayonnaise, 
plus more if needed

One 4-ounce jar pimientos, drained

¼   cup finely chopped sweet onion

1 small jalapeño pepper, 
seeded and minced

1 garlic clove, minced

¹⁄8 to ¼   teaspoon hot sauce 
(optional)

¹⁄8 teaspoon ground white pepper 
(optional)

1 cup shredded extra-sharp 
white Cheddar cheese 
(see Cooking Notes)

1 cup shredded medium 
yellow Cheddar cheese 

(see Cooking Notes)

Ground sea salt (optional; 
see Cooking Notes)

Celery leaves for garnish (optional)

In a medium bowl, combine the mayonnaise, pimientos, onion, 
jalapeño, garlic, and hot sauce and white pepper (if using). Add 
both grated cheeses and gently stir the mixture until it reaches 
your desired consistency, adding more mayonnaise if necessary.

Cover and refrigerate the pimiento cheese for about 2 hours to let 
the fl avors meld. Adjust the mayonnaise consistency, season with 
sea salt if necessary, and garnish with celery leaves, if desired, 
before serving.

Cooking 
Notes 

Packaged grated cheese contains “powdered 
cellulose,” or wood pulp, to keep it from sticking 
(which isn’t the objective here). It therefore looks, 
and tastes, better to shred cheese from a block of 
it just before preparing. 

Cheddar’s inherent saltiness usually won’t leave 
you wanting to salt this spread, so wait until the 
fl avors have fully come together in the fridge for 
a few hours before making that call.

¹⁄³¹⁄³¹⁄  cup mayonnaise, 
plus more if needed

One 4-ounce jar pimientos, drained

¼   cup finely chopped sweet onion

1 small jalapeño pepper, 
seeded and minced

1 garlic clove, minced

¹⁄8¹⁄8¹⁄  to ¼   teaspoon hot sauce 
(optional)

¹⁄8¹⁄8¹⁄  teaspoon ground white pepper 
(optional)

1 cup shredded extra-sharp 
white Cheddar cheese 
(see Cooking Notes)

1 cup shredded medium 
yellow Cheddar cheese 

(see Cooking Notes)

Ground sea salt (optional; 
see Cooking Notes)

Celery leaves for garnish (optional)
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Strawberry-B t Salsa
SERVES 6 TO 8; MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS

This takes a bit of chopping work, but it’s a sparkling showstopper—especially served atop 
vibrant Sweet Potato Crisps (page 78) or tucked into endive leaves. Use any leftover salsa 

on seared fi sh or grilled chicken or pork.

8 ounces peeled, steamed baby 
red beets (see Cooking Note)

8 ounces hulled, ripe, fresh 
strawberries

3 tablespoons finely chopped 
red onion

3 tablespoons finely chopped 
fresh cilantro 

1½   teaspoons honey

2 teaspoons freshly squeezed 
lime juice 

¼   to ½   teaspoon hot sauce 
(optional)

Salt (optional)

Finely chop the beets and strawberries and add them to a large bowl. 

Stir in the onion, cilantro, honey, and lime juice. Add the hot 
sauce (if using) and season with salt, if necessary. Refrigerate, 
well covered, for about 2 hours before serving. 

Cooking 
Note

To save time, I buy steamed baby beets available 
from large or specialty supermarkets (I especially 
like ones packaged by Trader Joe’s or Melissa’s; 
see Sources, page 138). In a pinch, well-drained 
canned beets will work fi ne. To steam them at home, 
place peeled, trimmed baby beets in a steamer 
rack fi tted within a pot of 2 or 3 inches of boiling 
water; cover and cook for 7 to 10 minutes, until 
they are fork-tender. Remove the beets and allow 
them to cool before dicing. 

8 ounces peeled, steamed baby 
red beets (see Cooking Note)

8 ounces hulled, ripe, fresh 
strawberries

3 tablespoons finely chopped 
red onion

3 tablespoons finely chopped 
fresh cilantro 

1½   teaspoons honey

2 teaspoons freshly squeezed 
lime juice 

¼   to ½   teaspoon hot sauce 
(optional)

Salt (optional)
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TOMATO ASPIC

86

MINTED WATERMELON & FETA 
SALAD

88

SPINACH SALAD WITH 
STRAWBERRIES, BACON, 

BLUE CHEESE & BOURBON 
VINAIGRETTE

89

JARS O’ CORNBREAD SALAD

91

FRESH CORN CAKES WITH FIELD 
PEA RELISH & LEMON AIOLI

92

HERBED GOAT CHEESE & 
TOMATO TARTS

95

CHICKEN TORTILLA SOUP

98 

RUM ’N’ COKE WINGS

100

BRANDIED BAKED HAM WITH 
MUSTARD BUTTER

102

RAMBUNCTIOUS RIBLETS

104

DR PEPPER BRISKET & BRIE 
QUESADILLAS WITH PEACHY 

BBQ SAUCE

105

PEPPERED BEEF TENDERLOIN 
& ROSEMARY-HORSERADISH 

CREAM SAUCE

109

CRAWFISH BEIGNETS WITH 
JALAPEÑO TARTAR SAUCE

110

MARINATED SHRIMP, TOMATO & 
MOZZARELLA SALAD

112

PASCAL’S MANALE BBQ SHRIMP

115

DICKIE BRENNAN’S OYSTER 
PAN ROAST

116

SIT FOR A SPELL: 
Reach for a Chair and Utensil

These are the dishy delectables requiring a knife, fork, or spoon—and at times your full 
attention—since they’re covered in sauces you’d prefer to eat rather than wear.

These appetizers—say, a gracious, classic aspic or sprightly strawberry salad with bourbon 
vinaigrette—whet appetites before a grand lunch or dinner. They can also provide more 
substantial sustenance, as with layered cornbread salad in a jar or jerk-seasoned riblets. 

In sum, these hors d’oeuvres are best enjoyed with the proper seating and surface to savor 
the fare in relaxing style, be it at an intimate gathering or large-scale dinner.

C H A P T E R  FO U R
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Fresh Corn Cakes � th 
F� ld Pea Relish & Lemon Aioli
SERVES 6 TO 8, TWO CORNCAKES EACH; MAKES 4 CUPS RELISH, 1 CUP AIOLI 

Griddled corn cakes are colorful in both fl avor and appearance, with the pea relish and 
garlicky, lemony mayo o  ering a zesty bonding experience. (Also try the relish with the 

Sweet Potato Crisps on page 78.) The beauty of this recipe is the freshness of the peas, but if 
necessary you can use frozen or well-rinsed and drained canned. Stone-ground cornmeal is 

available in most large grocery stores and specialty markets. For sources, see page 138.

FIELD PEA RELISH

3 cups water

1 cup low-sodium chicken broth 

2¼   teaspoons salt

3 cups mixed fresh field peas 
(such as crowder, zipper, or lady)

¹⁄³ cup canola or vegetable oil

¹⁄³ cup freshly squeezed lime juice

¼   cup chopped fresh cilantro

1 tablespoon minced shallot

¼   teaspoon hot sauce

½   cup diced red onion

½   cup diced red bell pepper

LEMON AIOLI

1 cup good mayonnaise

1 teaspoon lemon zest, plus 
3 tablespoons freshly squeezed 

lemon juice

1½   to 2 teaspoons minced garlic 

¼   teaspoon ground black pepper

Salt

To make the relish: In a medium saucepan over high heat, bring 
the water and chicken broth (or enough of either to equal 4 cups) 
with 2 teaspoons of the salt to a boil. Add the peas and, when the 
water returns to a boil, turn the heat to medium and simmer the 
peas until just tender, 7 to 10 minutes. Drain the cooked peas in a 
colander and rinse them under cold water. Let cool and shake out 
any remaining water. Set aside.

In a large bowl, whisk to combine the canola oil, lime juice, cilantro, 
shallot, hot sauce, and remaining 1/4 teaspoon salt. Add the cooled 
fi eld peas, red onion, and red bell pepper, using a spatula to gently 
combine. (Cover and refrigerate for up to 2 days.) 

To make the aioli: In a small bowl, stir together the mayonnaise, 
lemon zest, lemon juice, garlic, pepper, and 1/4 teaspoon salt. Season 
with more salt if desired. Refrigerate in an airtight container for 
about 1 hour to ensure the fl avors coalesce.

To make the corn cakes: In a small bowl, whisk to combine the 
egg and half-and-half.

In a large bowl, stir to combine the cornmeal, fl our, baking powder, 
baking soda, and salt. Stir in the egg mixture, corn, and fi nely sliced 
green onion until just combined.

In a large skillet, heat 1 tablespoon of the butter over medium heat. 
Scoop two or three 1/4-cup portions of batter into the pan. 

Continued

FIELD PEA RELISH

3 cups water

1 cup low-sodium chicken broth 

2¼   teaspoons salt

3 cups mixed fresh field peas 
(such as crowder, zipper, or lady)

¹⁄³¹⁄³¹⁄  cup canola or vegetable oil

¹⁄³¹⁄³¹⁄  cup freshly squeezed lime juice

¼   cup chopped fresh cilantro

1 tablespoon minced shallot

¼   teaspoon hot sauce

½   cup diced red onion

½   cup diced red bell pepper

LEMON AIOLI

1 cup good mayonnaise

1 teaspoon lemon zest, plus 
3 tablespoons freshly squeezed 

lemon juice

1½   to 2 teaspoons minced garlic 

¼   teaspoon ground black pepper

Salt
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Pascal’s Manale BBQ Shrimp
SERVES 4

The Manale family opened the eponymous New Orleans seafood restaurant in 1913. After 
Frank Manale’s death in 1937, the place would be owned by cousin Pascal Radosta, who’d 

worked with Frank for decades. “The Manale,” as it became known, is in its fourth generation 
of ownership. The restaurant’s famous buttery, garlicky, peppery BBQ shrimp came onto the 

scene in the 1950s—apparently inspired by a dish Pascal’s friend had enjoyed in Chicago. 
Eager to re-create it, Pascal put a Louisiana spin on it. His friend was blown away. So was the 
public, which sometimes waits up to two hours for it. Use head-on shrimp and your sauce will 

have more rich shrimp fl avor.

MANALE SPICE MIX

¼   cup ground black pepper

1 teaspoon paprika

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon dried thyme

1 teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon dried basil

¼   teaspoon cayenne pepper

1 pound large (21/25 count) shrimp, 
heads on or removed 

½   teaspoon minced garlic

½   teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

¼   teaspoon Louisiana hot sauce

¾   cup extra-virgin olive oil

½   cup white wine

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

Toasted French bread and lemon 
wedges for serving

To make the spice mix: In a small bowl, combine all the ingredients 
thoroughly. Store in a dry, airtight container at room temperature 
for up to 2 weeks.

Wash the shrimp and pat dry (being careful not to remove the 
heads if planning to cook them with the shrimp). 

In a large nonstick skillet over high heat, combine the shrimp, 
spice mix, garlic, Worcestershire, and hot sauce and stir for 1 min-
ute. (This pre-oil technique helps crisp the shrimp while adhering 
the seasonings.) Pour the olive oil over the shrimp, then add the 
white wine. Stir to blend all the ingredients thoroughly and cook 
for 4 minutes, stirring often (but carefully to keep the shrimp 
heads on, if using). 

Lower the heat to medium and cook for 4 minutes more. Add 
the butter and cook for an additional 2 minutes, until the butter 
is thoroughly melted and blended in. (Add more butter if desired 
so it stays properly saturated. Just be careful not to overcook the 
shrimp or they will become tough.) Serve the shrimp in individual 
casserole dishes or bowls and o� er toasted French bread for dip-
ping in the sauce and lemon wedges for squeezing.

MANALE SPICE MIX

¼   cup ground black pepper

1 teaspoon paprika

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon dried thyme

1 teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon dried basil

¼   teaspoon cayenne pepper

1 pound large (21/25 count) shrimp, 
heads on or removed 

½   teaspoon minced garlic

½   teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

¼   teaspoon Louisiana hot sauce

¾   cup extra-virgin olive oil

½   cup white wine

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

Toasted French bread and lemon 
wedges for serving
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LIQUID ASSETS: 
Cock� ils and Beverages

Spirited gatherings call for equally spirited drinks that can make the world (and your cheeks) 
a little rosier.

Swishy sips are expected at a proper party, not only because they make people feel special, but 
also because they encourage people to relax and “drop the mask,” as the late, great Southern 
bon vivant writer Eugene Walter liked to say. I’ll always cherish the warm afternoon we once 
spent in his Mobile, Alabama, home, sipping sherry from small jelly jars served from an antique 
silver tray. What brilliance, pure and simple.

The mix of liquid refreshers in this chapter ranges from crowd-size beverages intended 
for lovely self-serve containers and pitchers to do-it-yourself drinks that add to a party’s 
entertainment.

All the drinks here are cocktails, but many can be made without alcohol by substituting fresh 
or sparkling fruit juice. Pair these elixirs with beer, wine, sparkling waters, and sodas and prove 
you know how to pour on the Southern charm.

PIMM’S CUP, PLEASE

120

GIN YUMMIES

122

STRAWBERRY-BASIL 
MARGARITAS

123

PEACH-BERRY SANGRIA

125

STANLEY’S JULEPS WITH 
HONEYDEW-MINT SORBET

126

APPLE BRANDY DANDIES

129

HONEYSUCKLE-WATERMELON 
REFRESHERS

131

PITCHER-PERFECT 
MIMOSAS

132

COMFORT ’N’ SWEET TEA

133

DIY Bloody Marys

134

C H A P T E R  F I V E
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Honeysuckle-Watermelon 
Refreshers

SERVES 8

This beguiling cooler is liquid bliss. Refreshingly crisp watermelon is made exceptional with 
honeysuckle vodka from Mississippi distillery Cathead Vodka (see Sources, page 138), but 
just about any citrusy vodka would make this a fi ne drink. The distillery, whose name pays 

homage to the South’s cool blues “cats,” is dedicated to supporting Southern tastes and 
traditions through its products (they also make a pecan vodka) and philanthropic work 

(they support Southern blues musicians, folk artists, and writers). I’ll drink to that.

8 cups seeded, cubed watermelon, 
plus wedges for garnish (optional)

2 cups lemon-lime soda

1 to 1½   cups honeysuckle vodka

¼   cup freshly squeezed lime juice

¼   cup light honey, agave nectar, 
or superfine sugar

½   cup orange-flavored liqueur 
(optional)

Ice cubes

Mint sprigs and lime slices for 
garnish (optional)

In a blender or food processor, purée the watermelon cubes until 
smooth. Strain the watermelon pulp through a fi ne-mesh strainer 
into a large pitcher, using a spoon to squeeze out as much juice as 
you can. Discard the remaining pulp.

Stir in the lemon-lime soda, vodka, lime juice, honey, and orange 
liqueur (if using). Stir gently and pour the drink into cocktail glasses 
fi lled with ice. Garnish with watermelon wedges, lime slices, and 
mint sprigs, if desired, before serving.

8 cups seeded, cubed watermelon, 
plus wedges for garnish (optional)

2 cups lemon-lime soda

1 to 1½   cups honeysuckle vodka

¼   cup freshly squeezed lime juice

¼   cup light honey, agave nectar, 
or superfine sugar

½   cup orange-flavored liqueur 
(optional)

Ice cubes

Mint sprigs and lime slices for 
garnish (optional)
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Party Themes & Menus
So many choices! When planning your next party, 
consider these seasonal party themes and a smattering 
of fitting fare within this book. 

New Year’s Day Celebration
Fried Black-Eyed Peas (page 25)

Creamy Collard Greens Spread (page 62)

Shrimp Butter (page 74) with Toasted Crostini 
(page 81)

Lil’ Natchitoches Meat Pies (page 44)  with Goodly 
Ranch Dip (page 58)

Rambunctious Riblets (page 104)

DIY Bloody Marys (page 134)

Mardi Gras/Jazz Brunch
Mu�aletta Bites (page 28)

Oysters Rockefeller Spinach Dip (page 60)

Shrimp & Gritlets with Emeril’s Tomato Jam  
(page 30)

Crawfish Beignets with Jalapeño Tartar Sauce  
(page 110)

Dickie Brennan’s Oyster Pan Roast (page 116)

Pascal’s Manale BBQ Shrimp (page 115)

Stanley’s Juleps with Honeydew-Mint Sorbet  
(page 126)

Bridal/Graduation Shower
Fanciful Cheese Straws (page 20)

Cornbread Blinis (page 83) with smoked salmon and 
Lemon Aioli (see page 92)

Curried Chicken Salad (page 49) in mini tarts or finger 
sandwiches 

Brandied Baked Ham with Mustard Butter (page 102) 
and biscuits

Marinated Shrimp, Tomato & Mozzarella Salad  
(page 112)

Pitcher-Perfect Mimosas (page 132) or sparkling  
fruit juice

Afternoon Garden Party
Best Pimiento Cheese (page 52) on cucumber slices

Tomato Aspic (page 86)

Spinach Salad with Strawberries, Bacon, Blue Cheese 
& Bourbon Vinaigrette (page 89)

Minted Watermelon & Feta Salad (page 88)

Fresh Corn Cakes with Field Pea Relish & Lemon Aioli 
(page 92)

Herbed Goat Cheese & Tomato Tarts (page 95)

Pimm’s Cup, Please (page 120)

Summer Shindig/Porch Party
Lima Bean Hummus (page 68)

Strawberry-Beet Salsa (page 73) with Sweet Potato 
Crisps (page 78)

Buttermilk-Battered Okra Fries with Comeback Sauce 
(page 36)

Wee Chicken & Wa¾es with Jezebel-Maple Syrup 
(page 35)

Honeysuckle-Watermelon Refreshers (page 131)

Peach-Berry Sangria (page 125)

Cinco de Mayo Fiesta
Chunky Guacamole (page 70) with Sweet Potato Crisps  
(page 78)

Roasted Tomato Salsa (page 71) and Queso Fundido, 
My Darling (page 57) with Homemade Tortilla Chips 
(page 80)

Tequila-Spiked Cocktail Sauce with Perfectly Boiled 
Shrimp (page 77)

Dr Pepper Brisket & Brie Quesadillas with Peachy  
BBQ Sauce (page 105)

Strawberry-Basil Margaritas (page 123)

Tailgate/Casual Fall Gathering
Corndog Pups with Honey of a Mustard Sauce  
(page 42)

Debonaire Deviled Eggs (page 26; use sliced chives for 
football “laces”)

Jars o’ Cornbread Salad (page 91)

Chicken Tortilla Soup (page 98)

Fried Catfish Po’ Babies with Creole Rémoulade Sauce 
(page 39)

Rum ’n’ Coke Wings (page 100)

Comfort ’n’ Sweet Tea (page 133)

Elegant Fall/Holiday Fête
Bourbony Chicken Liver Pâté (page 66)

Charleston Cheese Ball (page 55)

Divine Crab Spread (page 65)

Oysters Rockefeller Spinach Dip (page 60)

Rhapsody in Blue, Fig & Rustic Ham (page 32)

Peppered Beef Tenderloin & Rosemary-Horseradish 
Cream Sauce (page 109) with yeast rolls

Apple Brandy Dandies (page 129)

Gin Yummies (page 122)
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